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However, the government ex-
pects the economy to growby 2.4
per cent in 2017 thanks to wildfire
reconstruction, increased infra-
structure spending and rebound-
ing oil production and prices.

The NDP government has re-
sisted cutting operational spend-
ing amid the downturn, while sig-
nificantly hiking capital spending
through borrowing as an economic
stimulus.

Beyond the increased disaster as -

sistance and recovery costs from
the wildfire, which now top $1 bil-
lion, the government's fiscal plan
shows capital grants increased by
nearly $3OO million, raising in-
frastructure expenditures to $8.7
billion.

The government projects that its
increased capital dollars will be re-
sponsible for creating 1OOO0 jobs
thatwill be sustained over the next
three years.

But overall construction jobs
have declined since the summer
of 2015 as part of a total drop of
49,000 jobs inAlberta, year-over-
year.

The numbers inthe update paint
a gloomy picture of Alberta's econ-
omy, with the wildfire adding to the
province's woes.

About 4O million barrels of oil
production were taken off-line be-
cause ofthe conflagration, which
forced the evacuation of Fort
McMurray in May and saw more
than 2,400 homes and buildings
destroyed. An estimated $3OO mil-
lion in government revenue was
Iost because ofthe blaze.

Anews release from the Wildrose
Party made no mention of the wild-
fire, however, as it took the NDP
to task for spending too much and
stifl ing economic growth.

The Oppbsition noted the prov-
ince's debt servicingcosts nowtop
$I billion annually, its debt-to-
GDP ratio stands at 10.25 per cent
and, for the first time in nearly 20
years, the government is in a net
debt position where liabilities ex-
ceed financial assets.

"We still have a situation where

we're spending way too much,"
Wildrose MLA GlennVan Dijken
said at the legislature.

"This government appears to not
be ready to take serious action."

Interim Progressive Conser-
vative Leader Ric Mclver also
slammed the government forfail-
ing to find savings, while Alberta
Party Leader Greg Clark accused
the NDP ofdoingnothingto create
a positive businrlrss climate.

According to the government's
report, investment in the province
is expectedto dropbynearly16 per
cent. Average weekly earnings are
forecast tB fall by 2.6 per cent,
while household spending remains
wea\ albeit higher than projected
in the budget.

Exports, which were expected
to growby I.9 per cent and bolster
the provincial economy, are now
forecast to decline by 1.7 per cent.

The sour econdmy is having a
major impact on the bottom line,
with corporate taxes off the bud-
get projection by nearly $9OO mil-
lion. Personal income tax revenue
is higher than budget but only be-
cause of an adjustment made from
the previous year.

Even the NDF's newbroad-based
carbon tax, which won't come into
effectuntil Jan. I aspartofthe gov-
ernment's sweeping climate plan,
is now expected to provide less
revenue than originally forecast.

Ceci has had to increase borrow-
ingfrom $5.3 billion to $7 billion
just for operations. 

'

Alberta has benefited from the
largesse ofthe federal Liberal gov-
ernment, however. Including $452
million for disaster assistance,
transfers from Ottawa are nearly
$650 million higher than forecast
in the budget

The government has also up-
graded its oil price projection for
the year, raising it from the bud-
get's US$42 perbarrel to $45.

Ceci said het confident the gov-
ernment is on the right track with
its economic and fiscal plan -
which includes new incoming tax
credits and a small business tax cut

- though he isn't ruling out further
action.
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CALGARY Alberta's projected deficit
has swelled to $10.9 billion, while
the provincial economyis expected
to shrinkfurther as the NDP gov-
ernment deals with the aftermath
of this spring's massive Fort Mc-
Murraywildfire.

The governmentt fi rst-quarter
fiscal update for 2O16-17, released.
Tuesday, did contain one bright
spot, with revenue expected to be
$708 million higher than forecast,
thanks mainly to a modest uptick
in oil prices.

But the Notley government is
projecting a $SoO-million impact
from the wildfire that devastated
the Wood Buffalo region, which,
along with other changes, will
further deepen the April budget's
record $I0.4-billion shortfall.

Alberta's economy, already ham-
meredbylow oil priceq is nowfore-
cast to contract by 2.7 Per cent -
with the fire responsible for 0.6 of
that amount - in comParison to
the 1.4 per cent decline calculated
in the budget.

The reduction follows a3.7 per
cent contraction in 2015, marking
the two worst years of recession for
Alberta since the 1980s.

Finance Minister Joe Ceci said
the NDP government, elected
more than a year agq is still facing
the reverberations from the free
fall ofoil prices since 2014.

"The economic headwinds facing
Alberta remain strong," Ceci said in
a news conference in Edmonton.

"This year, those headwinds are
blowing even harder as a result
of the Wood Buffalo wildfire," he
added.
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